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Later Gupta History: Inscriptions, Coins
and Historical Ideology
MICHAEL WILLIS
In memory of Wladimir Zwalf
1932–2002
Some time before May 1886 a large metal seal was unearthed when the foundations for a
house were being excavated at Bhitrı¯, the important Gupta site near Va¯ra¯n. asi. An old and
respectable family at the place (their name is not recorded in the published sources) presented
the seal to C. J. Nicholls, a judge at Kanpur, who accepted it on behalf of government.1 In
due course the seal was passed to the Government Museum at Lucknow. The seal has two
projecting knobs on the back, evidently for fixing it to a copper-plate charter which is now
lost. The whitish grey colour of the metal first suggested that the seal was made of silver
bullion but analysis showed that it was cast in an alloy of copper, silver and gold with a trace
of iron.2
The upper portion of the seal, a little less than half the surface, carries an image of Garud. a
in low relief.3 He is depicted as a rotund little figure, facing directly forward with outspread
wings. A serpent or na¯ga is wrapped around his neck. He has the face of a man with thick lips
and shoulder-length hair; on the forehead is a mark, probably the first instance of the vertical
tilaka of the Vais.n. ava faith. In the ground to the upper left is a faint circle, perhaps Vis.n. u’s
discus or a representation of the sun. To the right in the corresponding position there is an
indistinct mark which may be Vis.n. u’s conch or the moon. As the official ensign or emblem
of the Gupta house, Garud. a appears with some frequency in the visual culture of the fifth
century, notably above the rock-cut figure of Na¯ra¯yan. a at Udayagiri and atop the standards
that are frequently shown on Gupta gold coins.4 How the Garud. a standard was understood
in socio-political terms is told by the Juna¯.garh inscription which states that Skandagupta
‘ . . . pushed down the serpent rulers, who had raised up their hoods in pride and arrogance,
and rendered them devoid of poison with the antidote of the Garud. a image.’5 From this
1 V. A. Smith and A. F. R. Hoernle, ‘Inscribed Seal of Kuma´ra Gupta II’, Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal
(hereinafter JASB) 58, part 1 (1889), p. 85.
2 The metal analysis, carried out by Dr Scully at the Calcutta Mint, is given in Hoernle, ‘Inscribed Seal’,
pp. 104–105; the analysis is appropriated without citation in D. R. Bhandarkar, B. C. Chhabra and G. S. Gai, eds.
Inscriptions of the Early Gupta Kings, Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum vol. 3 (Delhi, 1981), p. 359; hereinafter cited as
Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981).
3 Illustrated in Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), plate vlvi.
4 The key numismatic study is Ellen M. Raven, Gupta Gold Coins with a Garud.a Banner (Groningen, 1994).
5 J. F. Fleet, Inscriptions of the Early Gupta Kings and their Successors, Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum vol. 3
(Calcutta, 1888), p. 59 (lines 2–3); narapatibhujaga¯na¯m. ma¯nadarppotphan. a¯na¯m. pratikr.tigarud. ajn˜a¯ nirvvis.i¯ ca¯vakartta¯.
Fleet’s Inscriptions is hereinafter cited as Fleet, CII 3 (1888). Text also in D. C. Sircar, Select Inscriptions Bearing on
JRAS, Series 3, 15, 2 (2005), pp. 131–150 C© The Royal Asiatic Society 2005
doi:10.1017/S135618630500502X Printed in the United Kingdom
132 Michael Willis
statement and the depiction on coins, it seems likely that the standard was carried in the royal
vanguard of the Gupta army. In the conflict recorded at Jun. a¯garh, the standard is represented
as a victory banner emblematic of Gupta civilisation and it curative effects; the poisonous
enemies were evidently some kings of the well-known Na¯ga or serpent lineage.6 Within the
metonymic culture of the Gupta court, it was perhaps inevitable that Skandagupta should
compare his suppression of these Na¯gas with Garud. a’s legendary exploits.
The main interest of the Bhitrı¯ seal, however, is not so much the figure of Garud. a as the
lengthy inscription below. Three years after the seal was unearthed, a comprehensive study
of this inscription was published by Vincent Smith and A. F. Rudolf Hoernle in the Journal
of the Asiatic Society of Bengal.7 That was in 1889. At Hoernle’s request, three electrotype
facsimiles were made in the offices of the Survey of India in Calcutta.8 One of these was
presented by Hoernle, as Honorary Secretary of the Asiatic Society in Calcutta, to the British
Museum.9 The object entered the Department of British and Mediaeval Antiquities and was
assigned the accession number 1890. 2–13. 1.10 The electrotype was subsequently transferred
to Oriental Antiquities in the 1930s after the creation of that department. In the course of
my work on the north Indian collections at the Museum I found the electrotype in the
reserve collections. Recognising the seal from publications but unaware that copies had been
made, I was initially surprised to find the electrotype in the Museum. This led me to review
the seal’s history and to write the present article. In the course of this work I was helped by
many colleagues, notably Joe Cribb and Elizabeth Errington in the Department of Coins
and Medals. It is a pleasure to acknowledge their help, patience and special knowledge.
Wladimir Zwalf’s occasional but incisive comments also advanced my understanding. His
greatest contribution, however, was the work he carried out cataloguing, publishing and
displaying the collections at the British Museum. Zwalf’s depth of knowledge, diligence and
Indian History and Civilisation, 2 vols. (Calcutta and Delhi, 1965–83) 1, p. 308; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981),
p. 302. Hans Bakker, The Va¯ka¯t.akas: An Essay in Hindu Iconology (Groningen, 1997), p. 27 has commented on
the problematic Sanskrit (and translation) of this passage. Fleet’s translation CII 3 (1888), p. 62 suggests that he
understood -ajn˜a¯ as an˜jana¯ya. The association of enemies with poison is a basic feature of Kaut.ilya’s Arthas´a¯stra.
Some of the terminology is slightly unusual: pratikr.ti for ‘image’. In the Eran inscription Garud. a is described as
the ‘token’ or ‘banner’ of the ‘four armed lord’ (i.e. Vis.n. u), vibhus´ caturbhujas´ . . . ggarud. aketuh. , Fleet, CII 3 (1888),
p. 89 (lines 1–2); Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 335; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 340.
6 As first suggested by Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 62, n. 2 and taken up by subsequent commentators. The identity
of the Na¯gas in question is discussed in Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, p. 27, n. 82.
7 Smith and Hoernle, ‘Inscribed Seal,’ pp. 84–105. It should be noted that the article was written in two parts
with the in-depth analysis being undertaken exclusively by Hoernle. Hoernle opened his essay by contradicting
Smith: ‘The seal is a far more important one than would appear from Mr. Smith’s statement of its contents’ and
further that it is ‘not a seal of Kuma´ra Gupta I., but of a Kuma´ra Gupta II’. This is a useful measure of the relationship
between Smith and Hoernle. Smith’s fashionable histories, grand imperial narratives and glib comparisons between
India and the west must have left Indologists as bemused as they do today.
8 Hoernle, ‘Note on the Preceding Paper’, JASB 63 (1894), p. 211.
9 The other electrotypes went to the museums in Berlin and Calcutta.
10 Register of Antiquities: British and Medieval, February 1890 to March 1893 (British Museum, Department of
Prehistory and Europe): volume 6, folio 12 verso. August Friedrich Ruldolf Hoernle (1841–1918) had a significant
if indirect connection with the British Museum. He joined the Indian Education Service in 1865 and served as
Principal of the Calcutta Madrasah (Education Department, Bengal) from 1881 to his retirement in 1899. He is
best known for contributions to Manuscript Remains of Buddhist Literature found in Eastern Turkestan (Oxford, 1916)
and The Bower Manuscript (Bombay, 1914). He also wrote A Report on the British Collection of Antiquities from Central
Asia, 3 vols. (Calcutta, 1899–1902); 465 coins and 576 antiquities entered the British Museum under the accession
numbers 1902. 6–8 (coins) and 1902. 12–20 (antiquities; in addition a number of pieces registered and numbered
1880.3506 to 1880.3524 by the present author were tentatively thought by Wladimir Zwalf to have come from the
British Collection of Antiquities from Central Asia).
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painstaking attention to detail produced a scholarly legacy which students of South Asian
civilisation will enjoy for many years to come. The Bhitrı¯ seal was just one of many objects
which Zwalf dealt with during his career but he did not, as far as I am aware, include it in
any of his published work. In taking up the Bhitrı¯ seal for study, I hope that this essay will
carry forward – albeit in a modest way – the tradition of museum scholarship which he so
ably represented.
The importance of the Bhitrı¯ seal for the study of the Gupta dynasty is difficult to
exaggerate. Prior to its discovery in 1886, Gupta rule was thought to have ended with
Skandagupta (circa 456–467 CE). The Bhitrı¯ seal listed six kings, i.e. Gupta, Ghatot.kaca,
Candragupta, Samudragupta, Candragupta and Kuma¯ragupta, names which were already
known from stone inscriptions. So there was no doubt that the seal belonged to the Guptas.
But the seal omitted Skandagupta and added three hitherto unknown kings, i.e. Purugupta,
Narasim. hagupta and Kuma¯ragupta.11 This forced a significant reassessment because it showed
that the Guptas continued to rule for two generations longer than previously thought. The
importance of the discovery, which was recognised immediately by Hoernle, appears to have
inspired the making of an electrotype and its gift to the British Museum.
Shortly after Hoernle’s article appeared in 1889, James Fleet studied the original seal in
Lucknow and published his own reading and commentary.12 We should note that while
Fleet’s commentary has been largely overtaken, his reading of the inscription was correct
and accurate in every respect apart from the names of two queens: for Candradevı¯ he
suggested Vatsadevı¯ and for Mitradevı¯ he suggested Maha¯laks.mı¯devı¯. These flaws were
corrected after the excavations at Na¯landa¯ unearthed clay sealings with the same text.13 The
Na¯landa¯ material made for a full and complete reading, definitive editions being published
in Bhandarkar, Chhabra and Gai, CII 3 (1981), pp. 359–360 and Sircar, Select Inscriptions,
1: 329. Sircar did not offer a translation.
When the Na¯landa¯ clay sealings were published in the 1940s, the Bhitrı¯ seal lost its place
as the sole document of the later Gupta kings. While the seal’s importance as evidence in the
narrowest sense was overshadowed as a result, the Na¯landa¯ discoveries in no way altered
the seal’s unique status as an object produced by the royal scriptoria and workshops of the
late Gupta court. Its historiographic importance also remains undiminished. The historians
who defined, and indeed continue to define, the intellectual parameters of early Indian
history – Hoernle, Fleet, Allan and Smith – all worked with the Bhitrı¯ seal. Their efforts
placed the seal at the very centre of the study of the Guptas. So while the clay sealings from
Na¯landa¯ authorised an improved reading (and we should not underestimate their importance
for that) they are nonetheless footnotes in the tradition of historical writing. In seeking now
to reassess some issues of later Gupta history, chronology and genealogy, it seems appropriate
to begin with the Bhitrı¯ seal.
11 On the spelling Pu¯ru- and Puru-, see Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 339, n. 8.
12 J. F. Fleet, ‘The Bhitari Seal of Kumaragupta II’, Indian Antiquary 19 (1890), pp. 224–228.
13 Hirananda Sastri, ‘The Clay Seals of Nalanda’, Epigraphia Indica 21 (1931–32), p. 77 (noted only); ibidem.,
Nalanda and its Epigraphic Material, Memoirs of the Archaeological Survey of India, vol. 66 (Calcutta, 1942),
pp. 65–67, plate VIII. Also discussed N. P. Chakravarti, Annual Report of the Archaeological Survey of India (Delhi,
1937), p. 63.
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TEXT
1. [sar]v[v]ara¯jocchettuh. pr.thivya¯m apratirathasya maha¯ra¯jas´rı¯ guptaprapaut[ra]sya
maha¯ra¯jas´rı¯ ghat.otkacapauttrasya maha¯
2. [ra¯ja¯]dhir[a¯]jas´rı¯ candraguptaputrasya licchav[idauhittras]ya ma[ha¯de]vya¯[m. kuma¯]rad[e]
vya¯m utpannasya maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja
3. s´[rı¯] samudraguptasya puttras tatparig[r.]h[ı¯]to ma[ha¯de]vya¯[n da]t[t]ad[e]vy[a¯]m utpannas
svayam. c[a¯]pratirathah. paramabha¯ga
4. [vato maha¯]r[a¯]j[a¯]dhira¯jas´rı¯ candrag[u]p[t]a[s ta]sya p[u]t[tr]as tatpa¯d[a¯]nud[dh]y[a¯]
to maha¯devy[a¯m. ] dhr[u]vadevya¯m utpanno mah[a¯]r[a¯]
5. [ja¯dhi]ra¯jas´rı¯kuma¯rag[u]ptas tasya puttras tatpa¯da¯nuddhya¯to maha¯devya¯m. anantadevy[a¯]m
utpanno maha¯
6. [ra¯ja¯]dh[i]r[a¯]jas´rı¯ pur[u]g[u]p[t]as tasya puttras tat pa¯da¯nuddhy[a¯]t[o] maha¯dev[y]a¯[m. ] s´rı¯
candradevya¯m utpan[no] ma[ha¯]
7. r[a¯]j[a¯dh[i]ra¯jas´rı¯ naras[i]m. haguptas tasya p[u]ttras tat[p]a¯da¯[nu]d[dh]y[a¯]t[o] mah[a¯]d[e]
v[ya¯m. ] s´rı¯ m[i]t[ra]a[de]
8. vya¯m. utpannah. paramabh[a¯]gavato mah[a¯]r[a¯]j[a¯]dh[i]r[a¯]jas´rı¯ kum[a¯]rag[uptah. ]
TRANSLATION
Of maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´r¯ı Samudragupta, the exterminator of all kings, without an equal on
earth, the daughter’s son (dauhitra) of the Licchavis,14 begotten on maha¯devı¯ Kuma¯radevı¯,
the great grandson of maha¯ra¯ja s´rı¯ Gupta, the grandson of maha¯ra¯ja s´rı¯ Ghat.otkaca, the
son of ma¯ha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´r¯ı Candragupta.
His son, approved by him (for the throne) and himself without an equal, was paramabha¯gavata
maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´rı¯ Candragupta, begotten on maha¯devı¯ Dattadevı¯.
His son, who meditated on his feet, who was begotten on maha¯devı¯ Dhruvadevı¯, was
maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´rı¯ Kuma¯ragupta.
His son, who meditated on his feet, who was begotten on maha¯devı¯ Anantadevı¯, was
maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´rı¯ Purugupta.
His son, who meditated on his feet, who was begotten on maha¯devı¯ Candradevı¯, was
maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´rı¯ Narasim. hagupta.
His son, who meditated on his feet, who was begotten on maha¯devı¯ Mitradevı¯, is
paramabha¯gavata maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja s´rı¯ Kuma¯ragupta.
This text and fresh translation provide an opportunity to review the later history of the
Guptas and some of the problems connected with the chronology of the dynasty. In addressing
these issues, the family tree given here in Figure 1 is intended to serve as an anchor and
guide to the discussion.15 A logical and uncontentious point of entry into fifth-century
14 For the term dauhitra, M. C. Joshi, ‘Royal Succession in the Gupta Age and the Connotation of the Term
Dauhitra Occurring in Inscriptions’, in Reappraising Gupta History for S. R. Goyal, ed. B. C. Chhabra et al. (New
Delhi, 1992), pp. 111–126 with reply in Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, p. 9, n. 3.
15 The table is based on that first published in Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, p. 168 and ibidem., ‘Religion and Politics in
the Eastern Va¯ka¯t.aka Kingdom’, South Asian Studies 18 (2002), p. 18.
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Fig. 1. Genealogical table of the Gupta dynasty with king’s names and selected epithets from coins and inscriptions. indicates occupant of the throne.
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events is the accession of Kuma¯ragupta in circa 415 CE.16 Dubbed Kuma¯ragupta I by
historians, he was the son of Candragupta and Dhruvadevı¯. Just how long Kuma¯ragupta
occupied the throne is a matter of debate and the first of several problems I would seek
to address in this essay. From the epigraphic side, the last date we have for Kuma¯ragupta is
provided by one of the Da¯modarpur copper-plates. This gives Gupta year 128 in the month
of Vais´a¯kha (April/May, 447 CE).17 It should be noted that the inscription engraved on the
pedestal of the Mankuwa¯r Buddha is not the last inscription of Kuma¯ragupta because the
year is probably 109 rather than 129. While some epigraphers and numismatists still insist on
the reading 129, the stylistic position of the image in the history of Gupta sculpture indicates
that 109, suggested by D. C. Sircar, is to be preferred.18
In addition to inscriptions, coins also provide dates for Kuma¯ragupta. Continuing the
tradition of earlier issues in western India, some of the silver coins of Kuma¯ragupta give
dates beside the king’s head. Vincent Smith reported examples of this type which he thought
might bear the years 134, 135 and 136.19 P. L. Gupta re-visited the relevant coins with this
problem in mind but was unable to find any evidence for coins in the 130s.20 So the latest
coin of Kuma¯ragupta is dated [1∗]24 (443–444 CE).21 This numismatic evidence obliges us
to fall back on the Da¯modarpur copper-plate for Kuma¯ragupta’s last documented date. As
noted in the preceding paragraph, this gives Gupta year 128 (447 CE).
After Kuma¯ragupta’s death there was a struggle for the throne. The main contest was
between Ghat.otkacagupta, Kuma¯ragupta’s brother, and Skandagupta, Kuma¯ragupta’s bastard
son.22 Ghat.otkacagupta is known from several sources. He is first mentioned in an inscription
16 The last date for Candragupta is provided by the inscription of Gupta year 93 (412–413 CE) at Sa¯nchi¯; the
earliest date for Kuma¯ragupta is the inscription of Gupta year 96 (415–416 CE) at Bilsad; see Fleet, CII 3 (1888),
pp. 29 and 42; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 280 and 285.
17 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 293; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 288. Gupta years are expired so anno 128
corresponds to 447–448 CE. The month of Vais´a¯kha is close to the beginning of the year if we take the reckoning
as starting on Caitra s´udi 1, see Sircar, Indian Epigraphy (Delhi, 1965), p. 287. The plate thus belongs to 447 CE.
18 Sircar, ‘Indological Notes: 4. Date of the Mankuwar Buddha Image Inscription of the Time of Kumaragupta
I’, Journal of Ancient Indian History 3 (1969–70), pp. 133–137. The art historical position is briefly outlined in Pramod
Chandra, The Sculpture of India, (Washington, 1985), pp. 80–81.
19 The coin dated 134 is in the Indian Museum, see Smith, Catalogue of the Coins in the Indian Museum Calcutta,
vol. 1 (Oxford, 1906), p. 116 (coin 53) where he added a question mark beside the date; P. L. Gupta, The Imperial
Guptas, 2 vols. (Varanasi, 1974–79) 1, p. 99 also regarded the date as doubtful. For the coin dated 135, see Smith,
‘Coinage of the Early or Imperial Gupta Dynasty’, JRAS 21 (1889), p. 128 in which he states: ‘The Mayhew coin in
the B. M. seems to me to be dated 135, and a coin from the Prinsep collection (Fig. 56 of Pl. II J. R. A. S vol. XII
o.s.), seems to bear the same date’. This coin is not in Allan’s catalogue probably because it had been exchanged, a
common practice in coin collection management in Allan’s time. For the coin dated 136, see Smith, ‘History and
Coinage of the Gupta Period’ Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 63 (1894), p. 175 in which he states: ‘Dr Vost has
lately acquired a hemidrachm of Kuma¯ra Gupta I, with the a well preserved date, which is 136’. P. L. Gupta gives
a detailed account of his encounter with this coin; it is most certainly not dated 136 (Gupta, op. cit., 1, p. 186).
20 P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 186.
21 John Allan, Coins of the Gupta Dynasties and of S´as´a¯n˙ka, King of Gaud.a (London, 1914), p. 109, number 398.
Allan transcribes the legend but does not give a reading. As kindly pointed out to me by Joe Cribb, these legends
may not actually be dates. Taking the legends as numbers and looking at S. L. Gokhale, Indian Numerals (Poona,
1966) the British Museum coin seems to read [??1] [+] 20 [+] 10. The reading 4 is based on the idea that the
number is shaped like modern 4. There are a number of inscriptions with number 4 from the Gupta period and all
are akin to the letter n˙ka; illustrations in Gokhale, op. cit., pp. 4–6.
22 The account of this episode follows Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, pp. 26–27 and ibidem, ‘Vidis´a¯ in the Days of Gupta
Hegemony: A Theatre of Broken Dreams’, in Festschrift fu¨r Hermann Kulke (in press) in which the evidence and
previous interpretations are summarised. I am grateful to Hans Bakker for sharing this paper before publication and
for commenting on a preliminary draft of this essay. Skandagupta’s low origins are usefully and reasonably argued
in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 330–331.
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from Tumain (dated Gupta year 116) which shows that he was a maha¯ra¯ja in central India
under Kuma¯ragupta.23 He is also named in a seal from Basa¯rh and a gold coin with the
legend ghat.o.24 This evidence shows that Ghat.otkacagupta had considerable power and that
he probably held the upper hand against Skandagupta for some time. As the last secure date
of Kuma¯ragupta is Gupta year 128 and the first of Skandagupta 136, there are potentially
eight years for Ghat.otkacagupta.25 However long he may have ruled, Ghat.otkacagupta met
his end at the hands of his nephew. Skandagupta’s motives for the coup d’e´tat were advertised
in his inscriptions: barbarians were at the gates and Gupta power was crumbing.26 As noted
by several scholars and most recently by Hans Bakker, Skandagupta justified the murder of
his uncle by comparing Ghat.otkacagupta to Kam. sa, Lord Kr.s.n. a’s evil uncle.27 Skandagupta’s
political situation as he moved toward the throne is poetically recounted in his Jun. a¯garh
inscription: ‘Laks.mı¯, the goddess of fortune, selected him of her own accord, having rejected
all the sons of the sovereign after considering them in succession with judgment and skill and
reflecting above all on the root of their virtues and vices’.28 These ‘sons of the sovereign’, i.e.
the sons of Kuma¯ragupta, are not named but their mention indicates they were a necessary
part of the political process and found a place in Skandagupta’s court circle. One of the
sons was undoubtedly Purugupta whose existence and parentage are testified by the clay
sealings of his descendants.29 These sealings indicate that Skandagupta made peace with his
legitimate half-brother Purugupta and that this side of the family continued to flourish in
the Gupta heartland. As we shall see below, Purugupta’s descendants eventually found their
way to the throne.
23 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 297; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 276. The inscription is presently in the
Archaeological Museum, Gwalior.
24 Allan, Coins, pp. xvi–xvii and liv; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 294. P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1,
pp. 184–185 has capably reviewed the historiography of these discoveries.
25 The first date of Skandagupta is the Jun. a¯garh stone inscription, Fleet, CII 3 (1888), pp. 56–65; Sircar, Select
Inscriptions, 1, pp. 307–316; Bhandarkar, CII 3 (1981), pp. 296–305.
26 The shaky dynasty (pracalitam. van˙ s´am. ) and barbarians which only Skandagupta has been able to turn back
(jitam eva tena) are mentioned in his Jun. a¯garh inscription, Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 59 (line 4); Sircar, Select Inscriptions,
1, p. 309.
27 Bakker, ‘Vidis´a¯ in the Days of Gupta Hegemony’, (in press).
28 Fleet CII 3 (1888), p. 59 (line 5) kramen. a buddhya¯ nipun. am. pradha¯rya dhya¯tva¯ ca kr.tsna¯n gun. ados.ahetu¯n | vyapetya
sarva¯n manujendraputra¯n˙ llaks.mi¯h. svayam. yam. varaya¯m. caka¯ra || We have, of course, turned a relative clause into a
sentence for the purpose of this translation. The convention of the Laks.mı¯, the goddess of good fortune, self-
selecting the king as her ‘husband’ was used to describe Kuma¯ragupta in the Tumain inscription and it became
a well-established convention, for example Ma¯tr.vis.n. u of the Eran inscription described himself as ‘being, on the
creator’s wish, approached by the goddess of sovereignty, as if by a maiden choosing a husband of her own accord’
Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 335 (lines 6–7): bhagavadbhaktasya vidha¯tur icchaya¯ svayam. varayeva ra¯jalaks¯.mya¯dhigatena.
The same phrases again in the Torama¯n. a inscription: ibid., p. 421. The connection of Laks.mi¯ and king spread
southward where the Kadambas describe themselves as crowned her, Sircar, ‘Davangere Plates of Ravivarman,
Year 34’, Epigraphia Indica33 (1959–60), p. 91 (line 12) yasya murdhni svayam. laks.mir hemakumbhodaracyutaih. [|∗]
ra¯jya¯bhis.ekam akarod ambhojas´abalair jalaih. [||∗].
29 Purugupta is known from the seals of his grandson Kuma¯ragupta, that from Bhitrı¯ being the most important.
There are no coins of Purugupta, see P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, pp. 345–351; he has given a comprehensive
account of the literature and concludes, rightly in our view, that ‘we have no coin or seal to suggest that Puru
Gupta was ever a ruler’. The proposal that the reading of the coin legend ‘pura’ is actually ‘budha’ is discussed by
Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 330 n. 2 who concludes only that ‘it is difficult to be sure in the point’. Bhandarkar
et al. CII 3 (1981), p. 82 conflate Skandagupta and Purugupta out of a desire for historical simplicity and neatness,
as noted by Bakker (see Va¯ka¯t.akas, p. 47, n. 162). The same reductive tendency can be seen in their treatment of
Kuma¯ragupta and Govindagupta who are also regarded as the same person.
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Skandagupta ruled for just over a decade, his last known epigraphic date being Gupta year
146.30 Coins extend Skandgupta’s reign to year 148 (467–468 CE).31 Some of these silver
issues are in the British Museum and the one dated 145 might actually date 148 according
to P. L. Gupta.32 Otherwise the last Skandagupta coins in the British Museum are the four
examples dated Gupta year 146.33
After Skandagupta there appears to have been some sort of struggle for power. There are
no epigraphic accounts of the late fifth century to fill in the details, but two points are certain
about the succession: (1) Skandagupta was unable to establish an enduring line within the
Gupta dynasty. This is demonstrated by the fact that there are no subsequent inscriptions
which record him as a forebear.34 (2) Late fifth-century seals, including the one from Bhitrı¯,
tell us that after Skandagupta the crown passed to the line established by Purugupta and
maha¯devı¯ Candradevı¯ (Figure 1). They also tell us that Purugupta’s son was Narasim. hagupta
and that Narasim. hagupta’s son was Kuma¯ragupta.
Narasim. hagupta, titled paramabha¯gavata maha¯ra¯ja¯dhira¯ja, seems to have exercised authority
in eastern India, the evidence for this being clay sealings from monastery site no. 1 at
Na¯landa¯.35 Narasim. hagupta also issued gold coins of the ‘archer type’. These are inscribed
with nara on the obverse and the title ba¯la¯ditya on the reverse.36 None of these seals or coins
have dates.
The first step toward establishing some kind of chronological position for Narasim. hagupta
was made by Hoernle in 1889. He linked the Narasim. hagupta in the Bhitrı¯ seal with the
coins inscribed nara and ba¯la¯ditya. He then identified this Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya with
the king named Ba¯la¯ditya mentioned by Xuan Zang.37 In Xuan Zang’s story, Ba¯la¯ditya was
a protector of Buddhism and vanquished the Hu¯n. a a king Mihirakula. As Mihirakula is
known from inscriptions of the second and third decades of the sixth century (we will give
an account of these below), Narasim. hagupta was placed in the same period. Although many
details of Hoernle’s argument have been overtaken, most historians continue to accept his
link between Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya and Xuan Zang’s Ba¯la¯ditya.38 This line of reasoning
means, rather obviously, that Kuma¯ragupta, the son of Narasim. hagupta, should be placed in
30 Provided by the Indor copper-plate of Skandagupta, Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 70; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1,
p. 318; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 310.
31 The dated coins of Skandagupta are listed in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 100.
32 Allan, Coins, p. 130 (number 527); P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 100. The coins dated 147 (or 149) and
148 which were once in Cunningham’s collection were not among those which came to the British Museum.
Smith, ‘Coinage’ JRAS 21 (1889), p. 134. They may have gone down with the Indus, for which see my Buddhist
Reliquaries from Ancient India (London, 2000), p. 8, n. 4.
33 Allan, Coins, pp. 129–130.
34 The Bihar stone inscription as edited by Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), pp. 348–349 would seem to
show Skandagupta’s rightful parentage, but as succinctly noted by Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, p. 47, n. 162, ‘Bhandarkar’s
edition . . . is an example of how an inscription should not be edited’. For this record we need to follow Fleet, CII
3 (1888), pp. 47–52 using the suggestions in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 42–43 and 1, p. 338.
35 Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 355.
36 Allan, Coins, p. 137, numbers 558–560. As noted by Allan, aside from the letters nara below the king’s elbow,
the coins appear to have carried [jayati∗] narasim. haguptah. on the left, but the legend is not complete on known
coins.
37 Hoernle, ‘Inscribed Seal’, pp. 95–97 citing Beal, Buddhist Records of the Western World, vol. 1, pp. 168–170.
38 For example P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 187 ‘Buddha Gupta Ra¯ja and Ba¯la¯ditya of Yuan-Chwang’s list
may be identified without any difficulty with Budha Gupta and Narasim. ha Gupta Ba¯la¯ditya’. P. L. Gupta notes
some of the dissenting voices Ibid., note 122 to which we might now add Ashvini Agrawal, Rise and Fall of the
Imperial Guptas (Delhi, 1989), pp. 245–246.
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the third or fourth decade of the sixth century and that Vainyagupta, whose name appears
in another seal from Na¯landa¯, should be slightly later.39
Discoveries in the decades after Hoernle forced several modifications of his historical
picture. Inscriptions of Budhagupta were found which showed he ruled a wide area and
was not merely a local king in central India. Excavations at Sa¯rna¯th in 1914–15 produced
one of these Budhagupta inscriptions and, in addition, a second inscription which was
dedicated when Kuma¯ragupta was ‘protecting the earth’ in Gupta year 154 in the month
of Jyes.t.ha (May, 473 CE).40 Both inscriptions are on the pedestals of Buddha images. The
Sa¯rna¯th discoveries provoked a series of arguments and counter-arguments about the Gupta
succession and related matters. We need not rehearse these debates as they have been
summarised by P. L. Gupta whose views now dominate the field for all practical purposes.41
His reconstruction can be summarised as follows: When Skandagupta died he was followed
by Kuma¯ragupta II of the Sa¯rna¯th inscription. Kuma¯ragupta II had a short reign and was
quickly succeeded by Budhagupta whose dates are well attested by several inscriptions. After
Budhagupta came Vainyagupta, known from a copper-plate dated Gupta year 188 (507–508
CE).42 After Vainyagupta came Narasim. hagupta, then his son Kuma¯ragupta III of the Bhitrı¯
seal. Last of all came Vis.n. ugupta, known from a Na¯landa¯ seal to be a son of Kuma¯ragupta.
A further modification was introduced by Bhandarkar, Chhabra and Gai in their edition of
the clay seal of Vainyagupta. They suggested that Vainyagupta of the seal was different from
the king with the same name in the copper plate; thus there were two Vainyaguptas.43
A peculiar feature of this history is the way in which kings of the same name have
been multiplied to accommodate the available data. More scientifically we should say that
kings have been multiplied to accommodate particular configurations of the data. The
key personality in this historiographic process has been Kuma¯ragupta. How three kings
with this name were created is evident from the account of scholarship just given. At the
risk of testing my reader’s patience I would briefly summarise as follows; Kuma¯ragupta
was first documented by stone inscriptions. When the Bhitrı¯ seal was unearthed, it
showed that there was a second Kuma¯ragupta some generations later. Because Hoernle
had placed Narasim. hagupta in the sixth century on the authority of Xuan Zang, the second
Kuma¯ragupta, the son of Narasim. hagupta, necessarily belonged to the same timeframe. So
when an inscription was discovered at Sa¯rna¯th with the name Kuma¯ragupta and a date of
39 Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), pp. 319–321; P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 65–66; however in note 16a
P. L. Gupta casts some doubt on the reading of the name Vainya.
40 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 328; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 321. As the month was Jyes.t.ha, the Gupta
date would have fallen in May, 473 following assumptions noted above (see note 17). John M. Rosenfield, ‘On the
Dated Carvings of Sa¯rna¯th’, Artibus Asiae (1963), p. 10, n. 2 gives the year 474 CE which he says was checked by
David Pingree, Junior Fellow, Harvard University, “according to the methods of the Su¯ryasiddhanta’’. Why this text
should apply – its astronomy is subsequent to that of the Gupta period – and what the calculations were, Rosenfield
does not venture to say. Illustrations of the sculptures are found in Rosenfield’s article and also in J. C. Harle, Gupta
Sculpture (Oxford, 1974): figures 67–68 and J. Williams, Art of Gupta India (Princeton, 1982): plates 89–91.
41 P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 174–181.
42 Ibid., 1, p. 47; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 340–345. The plate is not included in Bhandarkar et al, CII 3
(1981) because they think, on the basis of the royal epithets used, that the plate does not belong to Vainyagupta of
the Gupta dynasty (op. cit., p. 320).
43 Bhandarkar et al, CII 3 (1981), p. 320. As an aside we might note that Goyal, Imperial Guptas, p. 323 gives us
two Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯dityas. He is prompted to do so by coins, see note 54.
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473 CE, a third Kuma¯ragupta was required. The argument seems entirely logical. But the
basic question facing historians is whether it is actually true.
The existence or otherwise of the three Kuma¯raguptas rests on the idea that
Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya, known from coins and seals, is the same person as Ba¯la¯ditya,
the ardent Buddhist king who opposed Mihirakula according to Xuan Zang. The link
between the coins, seals and Xuan Zang’s testimony is just the kind of connection historians
love to make. And it is, equally, just the kind of connection they are loath to renounce. The
difficulty with the construct is that it produces a series of vexing problems. Here I will touch
on just three. (1) The first problem involves the coexistence of several powerful dynasties
in the first half of the sixth century. If the Guptas successfully confronted Mihirakula, then
they must have been a significant force at the time. But just how these Guptas co-existed
in the same territory with the Maukharis is difficult to explain. The Maukharis began to
assert themselves in the late fifth century and had emerged as a major force in Magadha
and the Gangetic doa¯b by the time of Is´varavarman and Is´a¯navarman.44 We will return to
the historical place of the Maukharis and their contemporaries below; at this point we only
need remark that the epigraphic evidence – principally the Aphsad inscription – indicates
that it was the Maukharis who confronted the Hu¯n. as rather than any imperial Gupta king.45
(2) The second problem concerns the internal genealogy of the Guptas. The Kuma¯ragupta of
the Sa¯rna¯th inscription was on the throne around 473 CE and because he cannot have lived
long enough to face Mihirakula some fifty years later, he must be an earlier Kuma¯ragupta,
i.e. Kuma¯ragupta II. Or so the argument goes. But once we create this Kuma¯ragupta, we
have a king with no plausible relationship to the rest of the Gupta family. Inscriptions and
seals give many names and family trees yet provide no genealogical place for this particular
incarnation of Kuma¯ragupta. (3) Our third problem concerns the religious affiliation of the
Gupta kings. Narasim. hagupta was no doubt a Vais.n. ava like his forebears given his name and
title paramabha¯gavata. The relationship with Maha¯ya¯na Buddhism was complex but a priori
it is difficult to reconcile this Vais.n. ava ruler with the ardent Buddhist king Ba¯la¯ditya who
is described by Xuan Zang. The solution to these difficulties is not to indulge in tentative
theories and increasingly complex qualifications but to cut Hoernle’s link between the Xuan
Zang’s Ba¯la¯ditya and the Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya documented by coins and inscriptions.
There are good reasons for making this break. In Xuan Zang’s time the Vikrama¯ditya
legend was rising in importance and the tendency to blend historical personalities was
already well advanced. This is seen in Parama¯rtha’s Life of Vasubandhu, a text composed in
the sixth century. There is some controversy about how Parama¯rtha combined two Buddhist
masters named Vasubandhu in his narrative.46 But whether there were two Vasubandhus or
44 For a synopsis of the dynasty see R. C. Majumdar, ed. The History and Culture of the Indian People: The Classical
Age (Bombay, 1954), pp. 67–71.
45 For the Aphsad inscription and the Hu¯n. as, see Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 203 (line 8–9).
46 E. Frauwallner, On the Date of the Buddhist Master of Law Vasubandhu (Rome, 1951); Frauwallner is summarised
and endorsed in Goyal, Imperial Guptas, appendix V, but Frauwallner’s thesis was not universally accepted at the
time and now seems untenable, see Peter Skilling, ‘Vasubandhu and the Vya¯khya¯yukti Literature’, Journal of the
International Association of Buddhist Studies 23 (2000), pp. 297–350 for which reference I am grateful to Dr Ulrich
Pagel. Skilling provides a full bibliography on the question and points out (ibid., p. 312) that while there were
indeed two Vasubandhus, they were a different pair from those imagined by Frauwallner. At this point it might be
worth noting that the evidence for Ba¯la¯ditya has been complicated by two later inscriptions, the contents of which
have been used in a selective fashion: (a) the Sa¯rna¯th stone inscription of Prakat.a¯ditya, probably of the seventh
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not, there is no doubt that Parama¯rtha conflated the royal personalities of the Gupta age.
Thus Ba¯la¯ditya, Vasubandhu’s pupil, appears as the son of Vikrama¯ditya, king of Ayodhya¯.
This example is important as it was from texts like Parama¯rtha and the oral traditions which
accompanied their transmission that Xuan Zang would have acquired his knowledge of and
stories about Ba¯la¯ditya. Xuan Zang’s Buddhist sympathies and possible misunderstandings
of India as a foreigner have long been recognised. But the use of Xuan Zang also needs to
be tempered by an appreciation of the historical genres that were developing in India itself
during the sixth and seventh centuries.47
When we decouple Xuan Zang’s Ba¯la¯ditya from Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya, a different
and more plausible picture of later Gupta history begins to emerge. We pick up the narrative
with Skandagupta. His death without issue probably took place in or shortly after Gupta year
148 (467–468 CE), the last year given on his coins. Skandagupta’s half-brother Purugupta
does not seem to have come to the throne but yielded to his son Narasim. hagupta Ba¯la¯ditya.48
The next secure date is provided by the Sa¯rna¯th inscription of Gupta year 154 (473 CE).
As we have already seen, this refers to Kuma¯ragupta as king.49 Using the Bhitrı¯ seal to
make this Kuma¯ragupta the son of Narasim. hagupta, we have up to six years for the reign
of Narasim. hagupta. How long Narasim. hagupta and Kuma¯ragupta were on the throne we
cannot say with any precision. What is certain is that Budhagupta was ‘ruling the earth’
in Gupta year 157 (476/7 CE).50 After this there are several inscriptions of Budhagupta,
the most well-known being the one on the pillar at Eran. This inscription is dated Gupta
century, which mentions two Ba¯la¯dityas as forebears but which, in fact, has no connection with the Gupta dynasty
(contra Bhandarkar, Epigraphia Indica 19–23 [1927–36]: appendix, p. 252, n. 5, number 1789) and (b) the Na¯landa¯
stone inscription of Yas´ovarman, assigned by some to the sixth century but in fact belonging to the first half of
the eighth century, which refers to an officer (maha¯nt.apa, great frontier guard, not a king !) named Ba¯la¯ditya as the
patron of a temple at Na¯landa¯. See P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 56; S. M. Mishra, Yas´ovarman of Kanauj (Delhi,
1977). For the social position of the Ba¯la¯ditya in inscription (b) see my Temples of Gopaks.etra (London, 1997), p. 90.
47 Some effort to explain the conceptual framework of these genres can be found in Jonathan Walters, ‘Buddhist
History: The Sri Lankan Pa¯li Vam. sas and Their Commentary’, Querying the Medieval: Texts and the History of Practices
in South Asia (Oxford, 2000). A second source which occupies a problematic place in the historiography of the
Gupta period is the Man˜jus´r¯imu¯lakalpa. This Maha¯ya¯na Buddhist text may be as early as the eighth century and
it was, in some version, translated into Tibetan in the eleventh century. This has been summarised, with relevant
extracts, in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 113–163. P. L. Gupta’s overview of the Man˜jus´r¯imu¯lakalpa and the
interpretations to which it has been subject highlight that the Buddhist monks who compiled the text used the
‘historical’ portion to exemplify how kings attained greatness through certain mantra-s and esoteric processes. The
religious framework in which this text operated can be understood from Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric
Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement (New York, 2002); for the religious dimensions we also have
Glenn Wallis, Meditating the Power of Buddhas: Ritual in the Man˜jus´r¯imu¯lakalpa (Albany, 2002). The agendas of the
text, one hardly needs say, were substantially different from those of modern historians. We must also note that the
Man˜jus´r¯imu¯lakalpa, which is consciously cryptic, has acquired historical meaning in the modern sense only through
inscriptions and coins. The flow of information in the other direction, i.e. from text to epigraphic and numismatic
material, is so contested and problematic that it can only be judged as consistently unreliable for chronological and
genealogical purposes.
48 Here we follow P. L. Gupta whose views on this point have already been noted.
49 See above note 40. One part of the damaged Bihar inscription also belongs to this Kuma¯ragupta, see
P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 43–44. Kuma¯ragupta is also known from coins which carry the legend ku
(for Kuma¯ragupta) and the epithets krama¯ditya and s´r¯ikrama¯ditya. P. L. Gupta has argued (ibid., pp. 179–180) that
these two legends represent two different kings. This is not convincing, see note 54. Numismatic specialists tend to
think that different coins-types document different kings. In this instance, however, the designs are the same.
50 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 331; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 332. The date is given as the seventh
day in the month of Vais´a¯kha when the asterism of Mu¯la was visible. Following assumptions used elsewhere in this
essay, this would correspond to about April, 476.
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year 165 in bright half As.a¯d.ha (July, 484 CE).51 Budhagupta’s reign lasted to at least Gupta
year 168, the date provided by the Shankarpur copper-plate.52 So he was in power for
about eleven years. His lineage is given in a seal from Na¯landa¯ which traces his parentage
to Purugupta and Candradevı¯.53 So Budhagupta came to the throne after his nephew. Here
I am tempted to think of Gupta history repeating itself in retrograde fashion: Skandagupta
dispatched his uncle Ghat.otkacagupta but Budhagupta returned the favour by supplanting
his nephew Kuma¯ragupta.
This picture of events helps explain the debasement of later Gupta coinage which has
been detected by some numismatists: wars of succession cost money and an easy way to fund
them is through inflation.54 Of course the Hu¯n. as were also pushing on the northern frontier
and the military cost of holding them back came at a price. No doubt the chronology of
the late fifth and early sixth century would be an easy matter if there were more dated
inscriptions and coins. As it stands, the lack of factual data has meant that later Gupta history
has been shaped by certain working assumptions about the period.55 The most important
and enduring of these assumptions is that the Gupta period was a ‘golden age’. No one
would seek to question that there was a great cultural flowering during the fourth and fifth
centuries; the crux of the matter is rather what sort of political structure was needed to
nurture and sustain this development. Vincent Smith stands at the head of a long tradition
of popular writing which defines the Gupta period as ‘golden’.56 As a late Victorian, Smith
would have thought about Gupta kingship with the English system in the back of his mind.
51 Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 88; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 334; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 339.
52 Balchandra Jain, ‘Shankarpur Plate of Budhagupta and Harivarman’, Journal of the Epigraphical Society of India
4 (1977), pp. 62–66; the date is discussed p. 66, n. 17. The first report of the plate appears to be Indian Archaeology
1978–79 – A Review (Delhi, 1981), p. 82 where the date is incorrectly given as 166.
53 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 339; Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 351.
54 See tables in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, p. 70 and p. 181. Here I should note that there are problems
with the data: the numbers in the two tables do not agree and the size of the corpus examined is not stated
so we do not know if the figures are statistically representative. In addition the figures have been arranged in a
fashion designed to support the argument; the data is thus presented in a polemical rather than a scientific fashion.
Scanning the table it does indeed appear that the gold content steadily declines and this monetary trend favours
P. L. Gupta’s king sequence. But closer examination shows there is so much overlap that the gold content of the
coins is effectively meaningless: Skandagupta 67–79%; Budhagupta 70–78%; Narasim. hagupta 54%–71%. The wide
range of gold content in coins of Narasim. hagupta, 54%–71%, is close to that seen in coins of the ‘two’ Kuma¯raguptas
when they are combined, i.e. 54%–79%. If we keep two Kuma¯raguptas we might as well follow the same logic
and plumb for two Narasim. haguptas: an early one for coins with high gold content, a later one for coins with low
gold content. This is untenable even if some have gone so far to suggest it, see above note 43. The gold content of
the Kuma¯ragupta coins as a whole (i.e. taking the two Kuma¯raguptas as one) points to their being chronologically
close to the coins of Narasim. hagupta, which is just what we should expect. While on this point we may note
that P. L. Gupta (ibid., pp. 180–181) buttresses his argument for two Kuma¯raguptas by positing that the epithets
s´r¯ikrama¯ditya and krama¯ditya on the coins signify two different kings. But Skandagupta used krama¯ditya as an epithet
and s´r¯ikrama¯ditya in his legends (ibid., p. 87), so taking established practice on Gupta coins as our guide, the presence
or absence of the word s´r¯ı does not seem to indicate a different personality.
55 Some of the difficulties have been outlined in David P. Henige, ‘Some Phantom Dynasties of Early and
Medieval India: Epigraphic Evidence and the Abhorrence of a Vacuum’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies 38 (1975), pp. 527–549 for which reference I am grateful to Dr Daud Ali. Henige was concerned with the
working methods of historians rather than their over-arching framework; his seven recommendations for writing
Indian history (ibid., pp. 548–549) have been effectively followed by D. C. Sircar and P. L. Gupta (whose work
Henige does not cite either because he was unaware of it or because it would undermine his totalising critique).
56 The first appearance I have traced (my search has not been encyclopaedic) is Smith, The Early History of India
from 600 BC to the Muhammadan Conquest (Oxford, 1904), p. 268 ‘The golden age of the Guptas, glorious in literary,
as in political, history, comprised a period of a century and a quarter (330–455 A.D.), and was covered by three
reigns of exceptional length’. These ideas are elaborated in ibidem., A History of Fine Art in India Ceylon (Oxford,
1911), p. 159. The subsequent handling of the ‘golden age’ in the hands of the nationalist school is discussed in
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For him the reign of a great monarch in a golden age would have to have been long, happy
and glorious. And successions in a golden age are best if natural and uncontested. We hardly
need to get exercised if Smith viewed the past from the platform of his own time.57 The
main concern for serious historians interested in recovering the political dynamics of the fifth
century is the effect that Smith’s views have had on the organisation and interpretation of
the data. Thus Smith’s imaginary reading of dates on the coins of Kuma¯ragupta were, as P. L.
Gupta has astutely observed, “an attempt to drag the reign of Kuma¯ra Gupta I near to Skanda
Gupta”.58 Why does Smith feel a need to do this? The answer lies in his political ideology
which forces him to extend the reign of Kuma¯ragupta in order to suppress Ghat.otkacagupta
and smooth the way for Skandagupta. A series of short reigns after Skandagupta would have
been particularly problematic for him because, as an art historian and historian both, the
years around 475 CE witnessed the “excellent sculptures” of Sa¯rna¯th.59 Equally unsavoury
was the prospect of a dynasty and golden age ending quickly at the turn of the century.
For Smith this had far too many resonances with the Edwardian period when a united
and powerful Germany – the new Hun in the propaganda of the day – was threatening
civilisation as the British defined it.
Leaving behind the problems created by golden-age history writing and the British
imperial project, we can focus on the problems surrounding the Gupta succession and style
of kingship. Here I would like to briefly outline a new model for royal succession in the
fifth century because I think it helps with the chronology of the late Gupta period and
the assessments of it that have been put forward.60 We can begin with the death of the
sovereign. This would have left the kingdom in a precarious state. The situation would
have been fluid and aspirants to the throne would have been obliged to move quickly,
making personal and political alliances as a first step toward constructing a circle of power
around themselves. Once their basic alliances were in place, aspirants would have assembled
a military force to destroy competitors and intimidate dissenters. At this point they would
be ready to commission the ra¯jasu¯ya, a ritual which officially launched them into kingship.
Circumstances would vary from reign to reign, but each new king had to take full control
and effectively engage in a process that remade and reconstituted the power of the dynasty.
The finishing touch, at least potentially, was the as´vamedha. This came at the end of the
process and confirmed that the king was indeed an imperial monarch or cakravartin. Now all
these things took time. Alliances and the raising of armies might be done quickly if the king
was charismatic and circumstances right. Wars, however, had to be planned and carried out
David N. Lorenzen, ‘Historians of the Gupta Empire’, in Reappraising Gupta History, pp. 50–52; what Lorenzen has
missed is the ironic fact that nationalist polemic has its roots in Smith’s writing.
57 Among historians of the second half of the twentieth century, Ronald Inden was perhaps the most bothered
by Smith, see his Imagining India (Oxford, 1990): passim.
58 P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 186.
59 Smith, History of Fine Art, p. 168. By splitting art history and history into separate narratives Smith began the
long tradition of twentieth-century scholarship which has effectively drained the visual culture of the Gupta period
of its political blood.
60 Aspects of this model, but not the problems of succession, are taken up in Daud Ali, Courtly Culture and
Political Life in Early Medieval India (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 33–35. A rather different view of Gupta kingship, based
on the king’s virtues as given in inscriptions rather than sacred powers acquired through the royal consecration and
other rites, is put forward in Bakker, ‘Throne and Temple: Political Power and Religious Prestige in Vidarbha’,
in The Sacred Centre as a Focus of Political Interest (Groningen, 1992), pp. 81–100. These two models have yet to be
satisfactorily reconciled.
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in due time, usually in the month of Ka¯rttika after the monsoon. The ra¯jasu¯ya was preceded
by a year of preliminaries and the as´vamedha itself took a year to perform. If a king’s life was
cut short, he would not have had time to assemble the requisite building blocks of kingship;
one or two years would certainly have left very little time for the necessary things to be done
and for royal eulogies to be composed and engraved on copper charters or stone tablets.
We have no account of any wars of succession bringing an early end to Narasim. hagupta
and Kuma¯ragupta, but earlier patterns in Gupta history should not be forgotten. Candragupta
killed Ra¯magupta and took his wife on the way to the throne. His assertion that he was
“chosen” by Samudragupta, found in many records including the Bhitrı¯ seal, tempts us to
query the claim and think he was a young pretender. Later on, as noted above, Skandagupta
murdered his uncle in his attempt to prop up a faltering dynasty. So we can hardly imagine
a solemn succession following the British model. Rather the constitution – we should
prefer to say the ‘imperial formation’ – was forged through alliance, intrigue, assassination,
marriage and war.61 Each king was forced to engage in a vigorous struggle for political,
military and ritual supremacy. The system was sufficiently precarious and predatory that the
king’s attempt to create a working circle of power could come unravelled at any moment.
That Narasim. hagupta and Kuma¯ragupta were not entirely successful in manufacturing this
circle of power is shown by the first Parivra¯jaka plates, issued in Gupta year 156 (475–476
CE). This was just two years into the reign of Kuma¯ragupta, the very time when he would
have been trying to consolidate his hold on power.62 The dates in the Parivra¯jaka plates
are qualified as guptanr.para¯jyabhuktau, i.e. “in the enjoyment of the sovereignty of the Gupta
kings”, so the Parivra¯jakas were ready to indicate their subordination to the Gupta house.
But the fact that the Parivra¯jakas started issuing plates at this crucial time, and never actually
named the Gupta king in any of their records, suggests, firstly, that they were exercising more
independence in the late fifth century than before and, secondly, that they were carefully
distancing themselves from internal struggles at the imperial court.
The analysis given in the foregoing paragraph provides a framework for understanding
the succession of Gupta kings in the late fifth century. Although the number of years for
each king is not especially problematic, a frequent complaint among historians is that “the
period is too short for accommodating three generations of rulers” or words to that effect.63
To solve this perceived problem, historians developed the peculiar practice of combining
historical figures: Purugupta is another name for Skandagupta; Kuma¯ragupta is another
name for Govindagupta and so forth.64 The process, which we do not need to chart in
61 We use the term imperial formation coined by Inden and developed to explain the Ra¯s.t.raku¯tas in his Imagining
India and summarised in Inden, ‘Imperial Pura¯n. as: Kashmir as Vais.n. ava Center of the World’ in Querying the Medieval,
pp. 24–25. While I am ready to use aspects of Inden’s model, I have discussed elsewhere some of its limitations, see
South Asian Studies 17 (2001), pp. 213–217.
62 For the Parivra¯jaka plate of year 156, Fleet, CII 3 (1888), pp. 95–100. As noted above, Kuma¯ragupta’s one
dated inscription belongs to Gupta year 154. So not long after Kuma¯ragupta comes to power, the Parivra¯jakas begin
to make land grants, styling themselves maha¯ra¯ja. The rise of the Uccakalpas under Vya¯ghradeva, which also seems
to have taken place in the 470s, is discussed below.
63 P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 174 summarising R. C. Majumdar’s treatment of Pururgupta and his
successors. Similarly Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 328.
64 The idea that Skandagupta was Purugupta was first mooted by Hoernle, ‘Inscribed Seal’, pp. 92–93 but both
he and Fleet rejected it. The concept, however, was taken up by R. C. Majumdar, ‘The Revised Chronology
of the Last Gupta Emperors’, Indian Antiquary 47 (1918), pp. 161–167 and subsequently accepted by Bhandarkar
et al., CII 3 (1981), 79ff; they further argue (ibid., pp. 73–74) that Kuma¯ragupta is the same person as Govindagupta
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detail here, has some curious parallels to the conflated personalities of the Vikrama¯ditya
legend. This comparison is not simply mischievous. The point is that modern history and
the Vikrama¯ditya story are both genres of writing about the past, both look back to the
Gupta period as a great age, both organise information according to presuppositions about
what is plausible and what is not, and both are informed by ideologies which define what
kind of lesson can and should be drawn from historical precedent. If we choose to take up
a working model that is different from that used by Victorian thinkers and those who have
followed in their footsteps, then the succession and the length of each king’s reign is not
implausible: Ghat.otkacagupta, about 7 years; Skandagupta, about 11 years; Narasim. hagupta,
about 6 years; Kuma¯ragupta, about 3 years; Budhagupta, about 11 years.
After Budhagupta the next secure point in Gupta chronology is the copper-plate of
Vainyagupta. This is dated Gupta year 188 (507–508 CE).65 Vainyagupta is also named in
a seal from Na¯landa¯ and the published accounts of this record assert that it shows he was
a son of Purugupta. But the seal is broken at the crucial spot and the proposed reading
[∗pur]u(?)guptas is far from certain in the illustrations available.66 Vainyagupta’s parentage is
thus an open question. The last ruler for whom we have epigraphic evidence is Vis.n. ugupta.
In a seal from Na¯landa¯ he is stated to be a son of Kuma¯ragupta.67 His reign may have
extended to circa 515 CE.68
whose seals were found at Vais´a¯lı¯ (ibid., no. 13). The only positive evidence offered is a coin-type carrying the
epithet s´r¯ikrama¯ditya and the letters ‘ku’ and ‘go’ on the reverse. They cite no source for these coins but they are
discussed in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1: pp. 87–88; the coins are late Gupta issues and have no connection with
Kuma¯ragupta I.
65 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 340–345; P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 47.
66 Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), p. 321; Hirananda Sastri, Nalanda and its Epigraphic Material, no. 66, plate VIII
(f), this being the best so far published. P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, pp. 65–66, n. 16a cites Majumdar, ‘The Seal
of Vainya-gupta’, Indian Historical Quarterly 24 (1948), p. 67 in support of the reading Purugupta which he endorses.
Majumdar says: ‘As the personal name must have immediately preceded it [i.e. guptas tasya] I examined that portion
with a powerful lens in order to find out whether there is any trace of the preceding letter. Fortunately, I found that
immediately before the letter gu there is a sign of a hook-like curve open to the left at the bottom level of the line.
This leaves no doubt that the preceding letter ended with an U-ka¯ra. Thus the name of the father of Vainya-gupta
must have ended in u.’ But he does not give a drawing and the letter ‘u’ on which the reconstruction is based is
simply not to be seen in the best published photograph.
67 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 340 (number 36B).
68 One of the copper plates from Da¯modarpur carries a date which has been read as 224; the king’s name is
effaced but it has been reconstructed as Vis.n. ugupta. Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 346–350; Bhandarkar et al.,
CII 3 (1981), pp. 360–361; the many opinions are summarised in P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, 1, p. 49. The
contents of the grant militate against what has become the established reading of the king’s name (which is pure
hypothesis) and the date (which is unclear despite the generally accepted assertion in K. N. Dikshit, ‘A Note on
the Dates of the Gupta Copper Plates from Damodarpur’, Epigraphia Indica 17 [1923–24], p. 193). The inadequacy
of the reconstructions is shown by the purpose of the plate which was to sanction the purchase of some land as an
endowment for a temple of S´vetavara¯hasva¯mi. One of the individuals on the board which approved the purchase
was the nagaras´res.t.hi Ribhupa¯la. Now in the time of Budhagupta the same Ribhupa¯la purchased land as a building
site for this very deity, see Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 336–339; Bhandarkar et al. CII 3 (1981), pp. 343–344.
The date on the second plate is lost but it is unlikely to be later than Gupta year 168, the last epigraphic year of
Budhagupta. If we accept the date of the Da¯modarpur plate as 224 we are being asked to believe that Ribhupa¯la
served as nagaras´res.t.hi for 59 years. This is not entirely impossible but it seems more likely that the Da¯modarpur plate
belongs to the time of Budhagupta. This suggestion is supported by the opening three lines which are identical in
both plates and, more particularly, by the use of paramadaivata, the title favoured by Budhagupta. In addition it is
worth noting the pattern of endowment seen in other charters, for example the Baigram copper-plate of Gupta
year 128, see Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 342–345. This shows that endowments were organised fairly quickly
after a temple was constructed. Finally the price of land in both plates is the same: three di¯na¯ras for one kulyava¯pa.
These considerations led me to study the date 224 and as far as I could judge from the mediocre photograph in
Bhandarkar et al., CII 3 (1981), plate xlvi, the numbers might be 100 [+] 50 [+] 4. The degree to which 100 and
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The lineage of the last Gupta rulers makes little sense in isolation and some account of
concurrent developments is needed to provide a framework for understanding the place they
held in north India at the time. We begin with the Hu¯n. as. They played a key roˆle in events,
overrunning much of India after Budhagupta. Torama¯n. a extended Hu¯n. a power well into
the Gangetic doa¯b, a fact documented by Hu¯n. a seals at Kaus´a¯mbı¯.69 South of the Yamuna¯,
the scope of Torama¯n. a’s expansion is illustrated by the Vara¯ha figure at Eran. This image
bears an inscription dated to the first year of his reign (probably circa 500 CE).70 Further
south, the Hu¯n. a presence is documented by one of the Sanjeli plates which is dated anno 3
and mentions Torama¯n. a.71 Somadeva, a contemporary of the Ra¯s.t.raku¯t.a king Kr.s.n. a III (circa
939–967 CE), reports that the Hu¯n. as conquered Citraku¯t.a (modern Chittaur), indicating
that they also controlled parts of Ra¯jastha¯n.72 Finally, the earliest known inscription from
Gwalior Fort bears the name of Torama¯n. a’s son Mihirakula, showing the Hu¯n. as controlled
that area as well.73
The spread of Hu¯n. a power across north and central India highlights the degree to which
Gupta supremacy was eclipsed in the closing decade of the fifth century. The Guptas
nonetheless survived and made some effort to reestablish their authority in the early sixth
century. This is indicated by the copper charter of Vainyagupta dated 507–508 CE, a record
which has already drawn attention. This was found at Gunaighar, not far from Mainamati.
Together with a seal from Na¯landa¯ which bears Vainyagupta’s name, the plate indicates that
eastern India was the centre of Gupta resurgence. This is confirmed by the fact that the only
known hoard containing Vainyagupta’s coinage was found near Calcutta.74
Across the Vindhyas, a number of other houses began to emerge in the early years of the
sixth century. In the Vidis´a¯ region, the Eran pillar inscription of Bha¯nugupta records that his
followers engaged in a huge battle, presumably with the Hu¯n. as. That was in Gupta year 191
(510–511 CE).75 The name Bha¯nugupta has suggested to historians that he was a Gupta ruler
of some kind. But rather than being an Imperial Gupta, it seems more likely that Bha¯nugupta
was connected with the later Guptas.76 These later Guptas ruled the Vidis´a¯ region for most of
200 can look the same is shown in the Mankuwa¯r image inscription, ibid., plate xxv. The numbers 50 and 20 are
both basically circular in shape and because the aks.ara in the Da¯modarpur plate is damaged it could taken either
way. Unfortunately the date 154 does not fit the case anymore than 224 so the problem can only be put to rest
through an examination of the plate in Bangladesh.
69 G. R. Sharma, The Excavations at Kaus´a¯mbi¯ (1957–59) (Allaha¯ba¯d, 1960), pp. 15 and 37. Mention of the seals
of Torama¯n. a and Hu¯n. ara¯ja will be found in G. R. Sharma, Excavations at Kaus´a¯mbi¯, Memoirs of the Archaeological
Survey of India, no. 74 (Delhi, 1969), p. 10.
70 The Vara¯ha is illustrated in Harle, Gupta Sculpture, Figure 24.
71 R. N. Mehta and A. M. Thakkur, M. S. University Copper Plates of the Time of Toramana, Maharaja Sayajirao
University Archaeology Series number 14 (Vadodara, 1978). Torama¯n. a’s tenure in northern Gujara¯t was probably
short and only the plate bearing his name should be considered Hu¯n. a, see Salomon, ‘New Inscriptional Evidence
for the Aulikaras’, Indo-Iranian Journal 32 (1989), p. 29.
72 Ni¯tiva¯kya¯mr.ta, cited in K. B. Pathak, ‘New Light on Gupta Era and Mihirakula’, in Commemorative Essays
Presented to Sir Ramkrishna Gopal Bhandarkar (Poona, 1917), p. 16.
73 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 424–426.
74 According to the survey of hoards provided by P. L. Gupta, Imperial Guptas, pp. 89–96.
75 Fleet, CII 3 (1888), pp. 92–93; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 345. Before Bha¯nugupta the inscription mentions
a king named Ma¯dhava who belonged to a lineage the name of which is lost (only – lka – seems visible; could
it be Valkha¯?). Now Bha¯nugupta, who is titled only ra¯ja¯, would appear to have been a subordinate of this ruler.
This has been ignored by historians who feel, it would appear, an urgent need to extend the duration of the Gupta
imperium.
76 The home of the later Guptas from A¯dityasena was no doubt Magadha, but the seat of the earlier kings from
Kr.s.n. agupta to Maha¯senagupta was probably Vidis´a¯, see Sircar, ‘The Maukharis and Later Guptas’, JRASB: Letters
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the sixth century and do not describe themselves as related to, or descended from the Imperial
Guptas, in any way. The absence of any such statement – and poetic allusions would have
been a simple matter – demonstrates that the Imperial Guptas had vanished from the scene
and that claiming a link to them in the early sixth century served no useful political purpose.
The only house which actually asserted that the Imperial Guptas were their forebears were
the Guttas of Guttal, a small dynasty in Karn. a¯t.aka. That the Guptas had marital alliances in
the south in the fourth century is indicated by the Ta¯l.agunda inscription.77 After the sixth
century the Guttas continued in the Deccan for many centuries, a fact documented by a
reasonably large corpus of inscriptions.78
Returning north to the Ma¯lwa plateau, a king named Praka¯s´adharman is known to
have engaged in battle with Torama¯n. a around 515 CE. A little later, some time between
525 and 535 CE, Yas´odharman routed Mihirakula, Torama¯n. a’s son.79 Praka¯s´adharman and
Yas´odharman belonged to the Aulikara lineage, a clan of regional chiefs who appear to
have ruled from Mandasaur (ancient Das´apura). Yas´odharman displayed a certain deference
to the memory of the Guptas but was not subordinate to them.80 Parallel developments in
the eastern reaches of the Vindhyas are suggested by the copper-charters of the Parivra¯jaka
and Uccakalpa rulers. We have already mentioned how the Parivra¯jakas began issuing land
grants in 475–476 CE. Although an effective local power, they chose to maintained nominal
allegiance to the Guptas to the very end, their last grant of year 209 (528–529 CE) still
proclaiming that it was issued in the “enjoyment of the sovereignty of the Gupta kings”.81
The Vigrahas in Orissa followed the same protocol.82 The Uccakalpas pursued a different
tack: two inscriptions of Vya¯ghradeva show that he ruled parts of Bundelkhand in the name
of the Va¯ka¯t.akas.83 Vya¯ghradeva appears to have emerged in the 470s and to have been an
early member of the Uccakalpa clan whose subsequent heads issued grants until anno 215
11 (1945), pp. 69–74. On the location of Ma¯lava during this period, see Sircar, Studies in the Ancient and Medieval
Geography of India (Delhi, 1971), pp. 205–210 where Sircar makes a case for Ma¯lava denoting the Mahı¯ River valley
until the c. tenth century. However, a fragmentary inscription recovered from the ruins of temple 43 at Sa¯nchi¯,
dateable paleographically to the eighth or ninth century, does make use of the term ‘Ma¯lava’. John Marshall et al.,
Monuments of Sanchi, 3 vols. (London, 1940): inscription number 842.
77 See F. Kielhorn, ‘Talagunda Pillar Inscription of Kakusthavarman’, Epigraphia Indica 8 (1905–06), pp. 31–33;
Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 474–479.
78 Fleet, ‘Dynasties of the Kanarese Districts’, in Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency, vol. 1, part 2 (Bombay, 1896),
pp. 578–584. Fleet’s account is still the best, but more records of these kings have been found since his time, see
South Indian Inscriptions, vol. 9, part 1 (Madras, 1939): numbers 389–391; ibid., vol. 18 (New Delhi, 1975): number
293, 294, 295–304; ibid., vol. 20 (New Delhi, 1965): number 221, p. xviii. Some discussion also in Ritti Shrinivas,
The Seunas: the Yadavas of Devagiri (Dharwar, 1973) and K. V. Ramesh, A History of South Kanara (Dharwar, 1970),
p. 32.
79 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 418 and 397–411, to which now add the Rı¯thal inscription of Praka¯s´avarman,
edited in Salomon, ‘New Inscriptional Evidence for the Aulikaras’. It should be noted that the ‘Mandasor Pillar
Inscription’ of the archaeological literature is outside Mandasaur at the site called Sondani.
80 Yas´odharman claims that he ruler over territories which even the Guptas had not controlled:
ye bhukta¯ guptana¯thair nna . . . des´a¯m. s ta¯n . . . yo bhunakti. Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 146 (line 4); Sircar, Select Inscriptions,
p. 419.
81 Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 114 (line 1) guptanr.para¯jyabhuktau.
82 Sircar, ‘Sumandala Plates of the Time of Prithivigrahabhattaraka: Gupta Year 250’, Epigraphia Indica 28 (1949,
5), pp. 79–85; ibidem., Select Inscriptions, p. 490, number 71B (line 2) varttama¯naguptara¯jye. These plates are dated
Gupta year 250 ( 569–570 CE). The S´arabhapura kings of Daks.inakosala stood at a greater distance from the Guptas,
see Sircar, ‘Note on Kurud Plates of Narendra, Year 24’, Epigraphia Indica 31 (1955–56), pp. 267–268.
83 Bakker, Va¯ka¯t.akas, pp. 12–13 and 47–48. We follow Bakker’s understanding of the late fifth century in the
Vindhya region.
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(534–535 CE). Although all the Uccakalpa grants employed the Gupta era, none of them
follow the Parivra¯jaka practice of qualifying the year as guptanr.para¯jyabhuktau. Indeed the style
of dating in the Uccakalpa plates was completely different: instead of opening the charter
with the date, they placed it at the end and made no reference to the ruling monarch. This
implicitly and neatly distanced the Guptas from the Uccakalpa court. The areas ruled by the
Parivra¯jakas and Uccakalpas is indicated by the places where their inscriptions were found,
notably Bhumara, Karitalai and Kho. In the copper plates of the Parivra¯jaka king Sam. ks.oba
describes himself as the ruler of ‘Dabha¯la¯ra¯jya’. This seems to be D. a¯halades´a of later parlance
although the territory to which the term refers may have shifted slightly with time.84
The information presented in the preceding paragraphs presents a fairly straight-forward
political picture: the destruction of Gupta hegemony and the collapse of the Hu¯n. a empire
in India provided an opportunity for a series of regional princes to assert varying degrees of
independence. This picture is confirmed in the Gwalior region by a memorial pillar from
Ha¯silpur. The thirteen-line inscription on the pillar is damaged, but mention is made of one
Na¯gavarman. This king is not known from other sources but he seems to have lived in the
first half of the sixth century.85 Additional material could perhaps be added to the present
survey but that given is enough to show the general trend of events.
More significant than the rise of a series of principalities in the lands south of the
Yamuna¯ was the emergence of the Maukharis as a major power in the Gangetic heartland.
Their origins as local chiefs are analogous to the Aulikaras, Parivra¯jakas and Uccakalpas.
The Maukhari lineage is given in a seal discovered at Ası¯rgarh fort in 1805 or 1806.
The whereabouts of the original is now unknown but a plaster cast – perhaps the only
impression to survive – was deposited in the British Museum in 1896. The seal provides the
names Harivarman, A¯dityavarman, Is´varavarman, Is´a¯navarman and S´arvavarman.86 A secure
date for Harivarman, the founder of the line, is provided by a copper-plate belonging to
Gupta year 168 (487–488 CE).87 The plate was found at Shankarpur, Sidhi district, Madhya
Pradesh, a provenance which suggests that Baghelkhand was the Maukhari homeland. Seals
84 Fleet CII 3 (1888), p. 113; Hira Lal, ‘Betul Plates of Samkshobha; the Gupta year 199’, Epigraphia Indica 8
(1905–06), pp. 284–287.
85 H. V. Trivedi, The Bibliography of Madhya Bharata Archaeology (Gwalior, 1953), p. 15. Harihar Niva¯s Dvivedı¯,
Gva¯liyar ra¯jya ke abhilekh (Bana¯ras, VS 2004): number 708; M. B. Garde, Archaeology in Gwalior (Gwalior, 1934),
p. 18; Annual Report on Indian Epigraphy (1952–53): B, number 170; J. C. Harle, ‘An Early Indian Hero-Stone and
a Possible Western Source’, JRAS (1970), pp. 162–164; also my Inscriptions of Gopaks.etra (London, 1996), p. 11.
86 Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 228; Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, p. 385. The history of the seal’s publication is told in
Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 219. Although the seal was found in the personal effects of Maha¯ra¯ja Scindia at Asi¯rgarh, this
is not a provenance as such because Scindia dominions extended as far as the Yamuna¯. Fleet gave an account of the
seal’s publications to his time and based his edition on a lithograph published by H. H. Wilson; Fleet never saw the
seal: ‘I have not been able to find out what became either of the seal or the impression of it’ (ibid., p. 219). The
plaster cast came to the British Museum through Augustus Franks, then Keeper of Mediaeval and Later Antiquities;
it carries the accession number 1896. 2–1. 106. How the cast came into Franks’s hands has yet to be determined.
Other seals with the same text were found at Na¯landa¯, see Hirananda Sastri, ‘The Clay Seals of Nalanda’, Epigraphia
Indica 21 (1931–1932), pp. 73–74 with illustrations. Sastri notes the differences between the Ası¯rgarh seal and that
found at Na¯landa¯ showing that the Na¯landa¯ example was made from a different original. The text was republished
in Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 2, pp. 213–214 and the illustration used by Fleet republished in Salomon, Indian Epigraphy
(Oxford, 1998), p. 125.
87 Jain, ‘Shankarpur Plate of Budhagupta and Harivarman’, p. 64 (the plate is currently in the Rani Durgavati
Museum, Jabalpur). I am grateful to Hans Bakker for drawing my attention to this plate and commenting on my
treatment of the Maukharis.
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from Magadha nonetheless indicate that their influence was widespread at an early stage.88
Is´a¯navarman, the fourth Maukhari, can be placed in the mid-sixth century. This is proven
by the Hara¯ha¯ stone inscription which is dated [Vikrama] year 611 (553–554 CE).89 The
dynasty was finally extinguished in the early seventh century with the death of Grahavarman.
As the Maukharis were linked to the Vardhanas through marriage, the throne passed to the
celebrated Hars.a (606–647 CE).90
None of the Maukharis have dates other than those just noted. There are, as a predictable
consequence, numerous opinions about the sequence of events and the length of each king’s
reign. One crucial document is the Aphsad inscription, now in the collection of the British
Museum.91 The inscription belongs to the later Gupta dynasty and provides a fairly detailed
account of the ways in which the later Guptas interacted with the leading powers of the
day. Thus Ma¯dhavagupta, one of the last kings, is said to have associated himself with Hars.a.
This makes Ma¯dhavagupta a friend and ally of the Vardhanas, perhaps even before Hars.a
ascended the throne at Kannauj. The Aphsad inscription also tells us that Kuma¯ragupta
was a contemporary of the Maukhari ruler Is´a¯navaraman (fl. circa 553). The inscription
further says that the Maukharis routed the Hu¯n. as in battle.92 Having unburdened ourselves
of the chronological distortions created by the misuse of Xuan Zang, we can take these
statements to mean that Is´varavarman, the father of Is´a¯navarman, fought against the Hu¯n. as.
In all likelihood, Is´varavarman was a contemporary of Yas´odharman (circa 525–535 CE), the
Aulikara ruler who is best known for his victory over the Hu¯n. as.
The further implications of the Aphsad inscription are beyond the immediate scope of
this paper. The key point is that the overall sequence of events provides little or no place in
north India for a lingering Gupta presence beyond the second decade of the sixth century.
As a political power they were spent after Vis.n. ugupta. The degree to which the Guptas were
88 R. S. Tripathi, History of Kanauj to the Moslem Conquest (Benares, 1937), pp. 30–32 discusses the origins of the
Maukharis.
89 Sircar, Select Inscriptions, 1, pp. 385–389.
90 The events are detailed in Tripathi, History of Kanauj and D. Devahuti, Harsha, A Political Study (Delhi, 1983),
pp. 73–74. The main source for the death of Grahavarman is Ba¯n. a, The Hars.acarita, translated by E. B. Cowell
and F. W. Thomas (London, 1897), p. 173; the epigraphic evidence for Devagupta, thought by most historians
to have murdered Grahavarman, is found in G. Bu¨hler, ‘The Madhuban Copper-Plate of Harsha Dated Samvat
25’, Epigraphia Indica 1 (1889–92), p. 72; F. Kielhorn, ‘Madhuban Plate of Harsha; the Year 25’, Epigraphia Indica
7 (1902–03), p. 157; G. Bu¨hler, ‘Banskhera Plate of Harsha’, Epigraphia Indica 4 (1896–97), p. 210. More recently
another grant has been discovered and published although the plate would no doubt repay further attention: Ashvini
Agrawal, ‘A New Copper-Plate Grant from Hars.avardhana from the Punjab, Year 8’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental
and African Studies 66 (2003), pp. 220–228. I am grateful to Dr Daud Ali for his in-depth comments on my treatment
of the late fifth and early sixth century.
91 Note discussion in Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 201 where he records ‘the loss of the original stone’. The first
indication that the inscription had come to the British Museum seems to be Asher, ‘Historical and Political
Allegory in Gupta Art’ in Essays on Gupta Culture, edited by Bardwell L. Smith (Delhi, 1983) in which Asher
notes that Wladimir Zwalf, then Assistant Keeper in the Museum, brought the inscription to his attention. Zwalf
assigned the number 1880. 144 to the inscription based on the assumption that the tablet, collected at Aphsad by
Kittoe, was among the items in the Kittoe collection which were transferred from the India Museum to the British
Museum in 1880. A photograph of the inscription was published in my ‘Eastern India’, Arts of Asia 28 (1998),
p. 110; an account of the India Museum collections can be found in my ‘Sculpture from India’, in A. W. Franks:
Nineteenth-century Collecting and the British Museum, ed. Marjorie Caygill (London, 1997), pp. 250–261.
92 Fleet, CII 3 (1888), p. 203 (lines 6–9). The exact order of events is not completely clear. Both Kuma¯ragupta
and Da¯modaragupta met untimely ends, so the inscription treats their failures in a deliberately oblique fashion.
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eclipsed is shown by a recently discovered inscription dated year 221 (540–541 CE).93 This
was discovered at Bhitrı¯. Although this takes us back to the very site with which we opened
this essay, a place which was certainly a premier centre in the time of the Guptas and may
have even been their ancestral seat, the inscription of 221 makes no mention of them or
their kingdom. They had passed from the political scene.
93 Photograph provided in Vidula Jayaswal, Royal Temples of Gupta Period (New Delhi, 2001), p. 92, plate xviii A.
The continued occupation of Bhitri¯ is shown by Indo-Sasanian coins of the eighth or ninth century, Cunningham,
Archaeological Survey of India Report 1 (1862–65), pp. 96–103; plates xxix, xxx.
